ABSTRACT: This study examines longitudinal change using a personcentered approach to differentiate patterns of adaptive functioning from adolescence to adulthood. Data are drawn from a 20-year longitudinal study of competence and resilience in the lives of 205 school children (29% minority). Results indicate five distinct pathways of adaptation: (1) low-declining, (2) low-improving, (3) middle-improving, (4) middledeclining, and (5) consistently high. The study also compares the five groups on childhood risks and resources, and on longitudinal assessment of competence and adversity. Interestingly, the most dramatic changes in pathways of adaptation occur during the period of emerging adulthood.
INTRODUCTION
Studies of developmental processes indicate that adaptive and maladaptive behaviors are both continuous and prone to lawful change over time. 1 Prior adaptation predicts future success or failure in developmental tasks, and yet dramatic "turning points" occur, often during transitions or life-altering experiences. 2 Most longitudinal studies of continuity and change in adaptation have used variable-centered approaches to chart negative changes and outcomes. This study examines longitudinal change in adaptation using a recently developed person-centered methodology and indices of positive development to differentiate adaptive patterns from adolescence to adulthood.
METHODS
Participants were drawn from a 20-year longitudinal study of competence and resilience. [2] [3] [4] This study employs data collected on 202 school children (113 girls, 29% minority) during childhood (ages 8-12 years; T1), adolescence (ages 14-19 years; T2), emerging adulthood (ages 17-23 years; T3), and young adulthood (ages 28-36 years; T4). During the three follow-up waves, two clinicians independently rated participants' global adaptation on a 7-point scale (1 = very poorly adjusted, 4 = average, 7 = very well adjusted) based on information collected in Status Questionnaires on various domains of participants' functioning. For each round of data collection, indicators of developmentally salient domains of competence were created using multiple informants (i.e., self, parent, clinical ratings) and various methods (i.e., surveys, interviews, and assessments). A more detailed description of competence indicators can be found in prior publications. 2, 3 Childhood family socioeconomic status (SES) was assessed using the Duncan Socioeconomic Index, while the measure of parenting quality (PQ) reflected the clarity and consistency of parental expectations and rules, as well as parental warmth and support. In emerging adulthood, two interviewers rated participants on the reality of their goals and on their persistence and commitment to those goals on a 5-point scale. In young adulthood, self-worth was assessed using the Perceived Competence Scale. 5 Indices of family and community adversity exposure were created by averaging two independent 7-point ratings (1= low, 4 = moderate, 7 = catastrophic) of cumulative stressful life events during childhood, adolescence, and emerging adulthood based on life history charts. 6 Analyses were conducted using semiparametric mixture modeling, designed to approximate the overall sample distribution of global adaptation scores by a mixture of two or more homogenous latent distributions using SAS PROC TRAJ. 7 We used the Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC), which balances parsimony and model fit, to compare the improvement of the models' explanatory power at each step. BIC was used to determine the number of adaptation groups that best reproduce the sample data. Group differences on antecedents and correlates were examined with analysis of variance (ANOVA) and Mann-Whitney tests.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Examination of fit statistics revealed that five groups best represented the sample data (2 * BIC [4 vs. 5] = 5.58; 2 * BIC [5 vs. 6] = -12.62). More specifically, five distinct pathways of adaptation emerged: (1) low-declining, (2) low-improving, (3) middle-improving, (4) middle-declining, and (5) consistently high ( see FIG. 1) . Interestingly, the most dramatic changes in pathways of adaptation occurred during emerging adulthood. Indices of childhood, adolescence, and emerging adulthood competence did not discriminate the groups that diverged after T3 (groups 1 vs. 2, and groups 3 vs. 4). Thus, we examined other factors to distinguish these group trajectories. The low-declining group 1 was the most disadvantaged group in terms of childhood risk and resources, with the highest family adversity, percentage of single parents and minority children, and the lowest SES, IQ, and PQ. Group 1 also had significantly higher exposure to community adversity at T3 than all other groups. In contrast, the low-improving group 2 did not face as many risks. They struggled in a school context but by young adulthood found a way to excel in parenting, social conduct, and work competence. Meanwhile, the middle groups differed in their "reality of goals" (M 3 = 4.3, M 4 = 3.9) and "commitment and persistence" (M 3 = 3.6, M 4 = 3.1) in emerging adulthood, with the middle-declining group 4 exhibiting significantly lower levels than the middle-improving group 3, according to Mann-Whitney planned comparisons (P < 0.05). While participants in group 4 appeared to fail to adapt to the newly salient tasks of young adulthood, the late bloomers in group 3 seized opportunities in the transition to adulthood to succeed in new domains of parenting, work, and romantic competence. The consistently high group 5 stood out as distinctive from the other groups in childhood, with high competence (academic, conduct) and resources (PQ, IQ). This group exhibited significantly higher academic and social competence than all other groups in adolescence and emerging adulthood, but by young adulthood the middle-improving group 3 caught up with group 5 on all competence measures except for cumulative academic attainment.
This study shows that childhood exposure to risks and lack of resources, as well as subsequent inability to plan for and achieve newly salient tasks of young adulthood, can undermine adaptation over time. It underscores the importance of the developmental period between emerging and young adulthood, which appears to be a window of both opportunity and vulnerability. Interestingly, gender seems to play a role in this period of transition. The improving groups, groups 2 and 3, had higher percentages of females, while the middle-declining group, group 4, had the highest percentage of males. Given that high adversity youth appeared in all groups, diverse pathways of resilience and maladaptation could be further differentiated in larger samples. Future studies using this analytic strategy would benefit from larger samples and more frequent assessments.
